The Bridge
Volume 32

Number 1

Article 7

2009

"Denmark Our Heritage - America Our Home": Danishness and
Roots in a Multicultural World
Trine Tybjerg Holm
Borge M. Christensen

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge
Part of the European History Commons, European Languages and Societies Commons, and the
Regional Sociology Commons

Recommended Citation
Holm, Trine Tybjerg and Christensen, Borge M. (2009) ""Denmark Our Heritage - America Our Home":
Danishness and Roots in a Multicultural World," The Bridge: Vol. 32 : No. 1 , Article 7.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge/vol32/iss1/7

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for inclusion
in The Bridge by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact
scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

"Denmark Our Heritage - America Our Home"
Danishness and Roots in a Multicultural World

By
Trine Tybjerg Holm
Translated from the Danish by Borge M. Christensen

Oanishness is flourishing in the U.S.A. at the dawn of the twentyfirst century, and it is not difficult to find this Danishness, or rather,
to find what Americans consider to be Danishness. When the
Danish media focus on Danishness in the U.S., they tend to highlight
two areas: Solvang, California, the so-called "Danish Capital of
America," and the two "Danish Villages," Elk Horn and Kimballton,
Iowa. Today, Solvang has a population of around 5,000 and Elk
Horn/ Kimballton around 1,000. However, estimates have 1.5
million tourists visiting Solvang and 80,000 visiting Elk
Horn/Kimballton annually. Dannebrog waves on high in both areas,
while half-timbered buildings, windmills, storks, horse-drawn
carriages, folk dancing, wienerbrnd, and cEbleskiver thrive in a
common interpretation of the local perception of Denmark and
Danishness.
This paper presents my work as of 2000 on a thesis at Syddansk
University for a degree in Culture and Communication. 1 At the time
of writing, the thesis had been in the works for a year, and I aimed to
complete it by mid-October 2000. Danishness and preservation of
Danish culture in an American context are the subjects of my
research and also of this paper. "Danishness" and "Danish culture"
refer to the way these concepts are interpreted by Danish Americans
today, and they form the basis of their unique self-realization and
identity as Americans with a Danish background and Danish roots.
Besides the obvious reason of tourism, what were the driving
forces behind the creation of these two copies of Denmark in
California and Iowa? My thesis is that the heavy focus on Danish
culture and a Danish image express an attempt by Danish
Americans to display themselves as Americans with Danish roots in
order to create an identity and a sense of feeling at home in an
increasingly global and diffuse world.
Using this hypothesis as my point of departure, I proceeded in
August and September of 1999 to undertake fieldwork in Elk
Horn/Kimballton and Solvang with the aim of examining the
preservation of Danishness in America in terms of Danish language,
Danish national symbols, Danish Christmas traditions, and Danish
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cu1s1ne. The objective was to clarify the importance of these things
for a Danish American identity and a sense of belonging and feeling
at home in America.
I spent three weeks at Elk Horn/Kimballton and two weeks at
Solvang, in both places staying in private homes. I conducted
twenty-eight interviews with a total of forty-one first, second, and
third generation Danish Americans. A first generation Danish
American was defined as a person born in Denmark, a second
generation as a person with Danish-born parents, and so on. The
interviews and my personal notes and observations form the basis of
my thesis and this paper's conclusions.

,.

1,

Source: http://www.danishmuseum.org/AboutTheMuseum/AboutTheMuseum/AboutTheMuseumRedRoof.jpg,
Used with permission

The Danish Immigrant Museum, Elk Horn, Iowa
The interviews conducted for this article referred only tangentially to the museum, a
major institution for Danishness in North America.

The duality that I repeatedly met in conversations with Danish
Americans is reflected in the title of this paper, "Denmark our
heritage, America our home."
This is a duality in selfunderstanding, identity, and a sense of belonging. I will try to
define this dual identity more precisely by presenting a few
examples from my interviews in Elk Horn/Kimballton and Solvang.
Some might consider it impossible, but this paper treats the
villages of Elk Horn and Kimballton as a single entity. These towns
have a long, intense, and intertwined history of rivalry over DanishAmerican ethnicity, cultural background, and religion, which has
been examined in detail by Jette Mackintosh and others. Over time,
Kimballton and Elk Horn have both played significant roles for
Danish immigrants and for the retention of contacts to Denmark and

20

Danish culture in the Midwest. The notion of treating the two towns
as an entity might remain unacceptable to many of their citizens, but
in fact, it is impossible to separate them when considering the
retention of Danishness in the area. Kimballton is only half the size
of Elk Horn and does not attract nearly as many tourists, but in my
opinion it nevertheless contributes just as much to the Danishness of
the area.
Three main themes summarize the results of my conversations
with the forty-one Danish Americans and constitute the three key
parts of my thesis:
1) Personal identity.
2) Domicile, landscape, and Danish national symbols.
3) Traditions and customs in Danish-American homes.

Personal Identity
The aim of the first theme is to identify what it means to be a
Danish American: what makes up this special self-understanding
and identity, and how it is preserved today. The issue of Danishness
was the starting point for defining Danish-American identity.
However, this concept is quite ambiguous, and many interviewees
had difficulty in formulating just what Danishness meant to them.
Very early in the interview process, it became clear that Danishness
is an expansive concept that touches on objects, food, traditions,
behavior, buildings, institutions, localities, and even a certain
general awareness. In other words, Danishness can be totally
concrete, but it can also be quite abstract in dealing with feelings,
values, life style, and identity. On a more abstract level, it can be
associated with political culture, home life, and the whole issue of
roots.
With respect to political culture, Danish Americans agree that
Danishness means to be left of center, which they see as something
positive, both as a model of a well-functioning society, but also as
the diametrically opposite, a limitation of personal and economic
freedom. Statements by Danish Americans do not necessarily mean
their own political views are left of center, but rather, that a majority
of those interviewed saw Denmark as a leftist and socialistic society.
As far as culture in the home is concerned, Danishness is
associated with the ability to create Danish hygge (coziness).
Danishness is also associated with a certain behavior within the
privacy of the home. Furthermore, Danishness is a special way of
bringing up children, and a way of handling money. With respect to
roots, Danishness is associated with having roots in another country
far away, while simultaneously being completely without roots in
the country where one lives.
The many different examples of what the interviewees associate
with Danishness have shown me that Danish Americans possess the
ability selectively to adopt personal characteristics that make them
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Danish in addition to being American. Their cultural background
and the fact that they reside among other Danish Americans in
towns that try to look Danish provides them with the opportunity to
adopt a Danish identity upon demand. This national identity is
available to them whenever they feel a pressing need for it.
Basically, they are Americans. However, when they want to stand
out from the crowd, they produce a Danish national identity and
their perception of the associated qualities. Danishness and a
Danish American identity become ways for them to distinguish
themselves from other Americans.
The Danish Language
The Danish language is the tool Danish Americans use to
cultivate this Danish side of their identity. Language becomes the
avenue for exerting their Danish identity and personality. Through
language, Danish Americans can best show their affiliation with the
old homeland, because fundamentally it is the Danish language that
differentiates the two mini-Denmarks in the United States from the
rest of the country. First generation Danish Americans use the
Danish language to shift from one national identity and national
affiliation to another. When first generation Danish Americans in
Solvang get together as a group for a Danish luncheon, conversing in
Danish and singing Danish songs, they create a space to display
their Danishness and cultivate their original Danish background.
The shared language becomes the basis for a shared national identity
that also provides a sense of community.
Preservation of the Danish language differs significantly
between the two areas. Obviously, unequal numbers of Danish
speaking inhabitants in the two areas makes a difference that, in my
view, stems from the different ages of the two areas. In Elk
Horn/Kimballton, Danish serves primarily a nostalgic function for a
population consisting mainly of descendants of early immigrants.
Second, third, and fourth generation Danish Americans maintain
their Danish background through songs and a few phrases such as
"Tak for mad." In this way, in both Elk Horn and Kimballton, the
Danish language plays a role, which is not practical but is quite
conscious, in maintaining the Danish culture. The fact that a few
individuals in the community could actually speak Danish was
presented as something quite exceptional, emphasizing that
maintenance of Danish is the most important guarantee for the
town's Danishness. The more Danish speakers there are, the easier it
is to maintain the authenticity of the area's Danishness.
In Solvang, on the other hand, it is possible to meet large
numbers of first generation Danish Americans aged fifty-five to
eighty. Evidently, the language is not essential for preservation of
Danishness in Solvang. They do not always speak Danish when
they meet, and during interviews, I had to avoid switching to
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English in order to keep them speaking Danish. In the first
generation, preserving the Danish language is not necessarily
considered to be essential for maintaining Danish culture. The
obvious reason is that, for first generation immigrants, Danish is not
in short supply, as it is in Elk Horn/Kimballton. Still feeling a close
proximity to Denmark and Danish, Solvang' s first generation Danish
Americans take their native language for granted. Therefore, for
them it is not essential to preserve the language in the way that it is
for a person of the third and fourth generation like Chris Lund, for
example, who is much further removed, and for whom preservation
of the Danish language is a prerequisite for maintenance of Danish
culture. According to Chris Lund, the thing that is good and special
about Solvang is precisely the fact that one hears Danish spoken. In
his universe, Solvang will become less Danish when there are fewer
people who speak the language.
Domicile, Landscape, and Danish National Symbols
The purpose of this theme is to examine the role of Danish
national symbols in the creation of a Danish-like landscape in the
United States as a collective assertion of a sense of home, national
affiliation, and retention of Danish identity and roots. As used here,
landscape refers to an environment or an image of the cultural
contents of a landscape, such as houses, buildings, symbols, and
other elements. It is not a landscape in the sense of a topographical
area such as the Midwest with green fields, low hills, and a few trees
on the horizon.
In the two Danish-American settlements, the elements that
jointly shape the Danish landscape are essentially a compression of
remembrances made up of what Danish Americans consider to be
Danish national symbols. The most conspicuous are the Danish flag,
half-timbered houses, windmills, village churches, and the stork.
The Danish symbols have great importance and impact in Elk
Hom/Kimballton as well as in Solvang. Immediately upon arrival,
the visitor recognizes that these symbols stem from Denmark.
Dannebrog
There is not the slightest doubt that the Danish flag, Dannebrog,
is the most significant and ubiquitous symbol of Danishness, both in
Elk Horn/Kimballton and in Solvang. It catches the visitor's eye
along main streets, from windows and yards in both places. The red
and white colors of the flag reappear in half-timbered houses and
other buildings, on roofs, awnings, signs, and folk costumes as a
mark of everything Danish. In both places, the Dannebrog is used
alongside the American flag. On main streets, it flies side by side
with the Stars and Stripes. In private gardens, they fly next to one
another on separate poles. The flag plays an important role in the
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Danish American self-image, symbolizing roots and associations in
times past and times to come.
A Danish museum director, Inge Adriansen, has observed that
the Dannebrog is the most important symbol of Danishness for all
Danes regardless of social background or other differences. She
adds that use of the Dannebrog can be an indicator of when a group
considers itself to be a full member of Danish society. Clearly, most
Danish Americans consider themselves to be part of a community
that includes all other Danes, and they consider themselves part of
that Danish society, regardless of the fact that they live in the United
States and not in Denmark. The Danish flag can symbolize an
affiliation with Denmark, and to some Danish Americans, it takes on
an importance virtually equal to that of the American flag.
Chris Lund of Solvang, who was mentioned earlier, is an
example of how the Danish flag is also seen as a symbol of "home"
by a Danish American. "It is strange," he said in a 1999 interview,
"the Stars and Stripes is my flag, but Dannebrog is the flag of the
heart, it is home. It is where the family came from, where the family
lived." 2 Thus, to Chris Lund and many others like him, Denmark is
seen as a kind of home place, and in this context, the Danish flag
becomes an inevitable symbolic element of their image of a typical
Danish village environment.
The Windmill
In both areas, the windmill is another strong and inevitable
symbol of Denmark and Danishness. The windmill is ubiquitous in
both places, even in private yards. The antique windmill in Elk
Horn, which was imported from N0rre Snede on the Danish
peninsula of Jutland in 1976, is an especially strong symbol of the
Danishness of this entire area. The significance of the Elk Horn
windmill lies in the perception of its authenticity based on
documented evidence of its construction and operation in Denmark.
Awareness of this gives the windmill a special historical significance
to visitors as well as residents. Its very presence conveys a feeling of
belonging to a special culture.
A third generation Danish American, Warren Jacobsen, was a
driving force in the purchase of the mill, and he explains its
importance to Elk Horn both psychologically, as providing a
unifying focus for the village, and also as a seedbed for tourism:

When it came, it was built entirely by volunteers ... so there was
a real drawing together, working together, and that's always
good for a community. We've had several projects like that; they
unite you and are good for us, and then of course as a result of
the windmill being here, then little shops became successful and
supplied jobs and were reason for tourists to come here and leave
some money here and that's the purpose, and as a result of the
24

mill, of course ... the size of the real good restaurant, the Danish
Inn, was increased ... and then of course when The Danish
American Heritage Society of America decided on a location for
the museum, it was because of the windmill being here ... so the
windmill really put new life in the community.3

Source: http:/flmages.google.com, 17.04.2009

The Danish Windmill in Elk Horn, lowa4

The windmill was not only of economic importance but also
contributed to the coming together of the town's residents while
renewing their interest in their Danish history and origins. To
outsiders, the accomplishment of getting the windmill to Elk Hom
demonstrated the strong ties of its residents to their heritage and
their willingness to work hard to maintain it. Lisa Steen Riggs, also
of the third generation, stresses the windmill's authenticity as a
symbol of the residents' feeling of kinship to Denmark:
That windmill is authentic, there is nothing superficial,
nothing fake about it: it is a real thing. You are not gonna see
that anywhere [else] in the United States, a real, actually
imported Danish windmill . . . And people can say we are not
Danish, but we are in - no, we are not right off the boat, we
are not fresh immigrants, but we gotta keep it alive, and we
may be screwing it up at different times ... but still we are
having fun with it and that's a lot of it too, people are really
enjoying it. 5
Authenticity thus gives meaning to the lives of Danish
Americans, because they come from the same place as the windmill,
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but also because they chose the windmill as the area's Danish
landmark and its authenticity justifies the Danish image of the town.
The windmill and the Danish language, taken together, guarantee
the Danishness of the town: the more authentic their Danishness, the
more Danish are the residents.
The Magical Landscape
Recent ordinances in Elk Horn and Solvang require that all
business buildings display half-timbered elevations, i.e., be built in
the so-called Danish style known as "Danish Provincial" or "Danish
Architecture." At Solvang, private homes also display half-timbered
construction, albeit some only on the side facing the road. Over the
years, half-timbering at Solvang acquired different colors ranging
from black to brown, rust, pink, and mint green against many
different background colors. However, to the critical eyes of a
Danish visitor, in most places it is admittedly both attractive and
recognizable. Consistent with the purpose of a visit to Solvang,
occasionally it is quite possible for a brief moment to feel transferred
to a Danish country idyll of a different age.

J. R. Christianson photo

"Danish Provincial" style in Solvang

A first generation Danish American, Bent Pedersen, in his midfifties, says that it is important for Solvang to look like an old Danish
village:
We try to maintain something- the old traditions, the old
buildings, the kind of things that we had at one time- that
may make you feel at ease, pleasant, cozy-whatever words
come to mind and seem to fit, whatever you want-and that' s
w~at [ou think about the old days, when it was so calm and
quiet.
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Bent seems to conjure up an almost magical image out of his
longing for an old Danish landscape and his perception of what it
once stood for: tranquility, old-fashioned hygge, tradition, and the
idyll of village life, which old national symbols of Denmark helped
to create. Clearly, a stylized image lies behind the attempt to
recreate in Solvang the mood of a Denmark of bygone days that it
would be difficult to find even in Denmark. Seeking to make this
image come alive, Solvang becomes a fairytale town. At night, when
thousands of lights frame all of Solvang with strings of small lamps
lining the roofs and windows of every building, the magic of the
town reveals itself for the wizardry it is, as it creates a mystical
fantasy land, which grew out of that idea that this town's inhabitants
could bring a little Denmark to life in distant California.
The Story of Danishness
The early Danish immigrants left an agrarian society. Thus, the
story of Danishness in the United States has its roots in peasant
culture and farming. It is precisely the account of a Danish rural
idyll that survived through generations, strengthened by the perfect
background for recalling the story of old Denmark that was
provided by Iowa and the other Midwestern farming states, which
attracted large numbers of early immigrants.
The peasant culture symbolizes the authentic, genuine, and
unspoiled Denmark. In the eyes of the Danish Americans, it shines
with a romantic and idyllic aura. Repeatedly in our conversations,
the interviewees returned to Denmark's scenery.
They all
emphasized what they individually found fascinating and romantic
about the Danish landscape: its forests, lakes, scattered islands,
sparkling water, narrow lanes, fields of grain and charlock, and the
flowers.
A better description is hard to find of Denmark as a decidedly
holy and heavenly place than this comment by a third generation
Danish American, Virginia Nielsen from Elk Horn: "you see,
growing up the way we did with the Danish, and just knowing that
it was a little country in-across the ocean-to us it almost became a
holy place."7 Only as an adult did the child, Virginia, get to visit her
grandparents' homeland. To her, the distance to Denmark and the
stories about the small country on the far side of the ocean almost
sanctified the country. Denmark became the Promised Land,
Paradise, the Holy Land where all was pleasant and good. This was
precisely the way that the United States looked to Virginia's
grandparents when they emigrated from Denmark more than a
hundred years earlier. The only difference is that, while they sought
out the Holy Land, Virginia has no desire to leave the United States.
The myth of Paradise thrives best at a distance, and the
romanticized, even sanctified view of the Danish landscape
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naturally emerged out of the presumed nostalgia of the emigrant
generation and was intensified by distance.
The Danish scholar of culture, Niels Kayser Nielsen, sees this
construction of Danish-looking cultural landscapes as a symbolic
foundation for Danish-American national identification, which
creates environments where Danish Americans can identify
themselves nationally with Denmark, their background, their Danish
ancestors, and their fellow Danish Americans. It establishes bases
where Danish Americans can cultivate Denmark as a place to live
and acquire a sense of being a part of Denmark.
Traditions and Customs in the Danish American Home
Danish Americans cultivate Danishness inside the home as well
as in public. Danish origins, roots, and affiliation are expressed
through traditions of various kinds, including Danish cuisine and
the unique custom of a Danish coffee table.
The Christmas Tradition
Many of the Danish traditions observed in Elk Horn/Kimballton
and Solvang are associated with Danish holidays. They celebrate
Mardi Gras (fastelavn), Easter, Midsummer Day, Martinmas Eve,
Advent, and Christmas. However, Danish Christmas traditions
appear to be the most durable and widespread. All forty-one
persons interviewed mentioned Danish Christmas as the tradition
they maintain with joy and persistence. All families agreed that they
preserve the Danish Christmas. "Are there any other ways of
celebrating Christmas?" (Er der andre mader at holde jul pa?), asked
Chris Lund during our conversation.
In both locations, the customary Christmas program is as
follows: On December twenty-fourth, Christmas Eve begins with an
afternoon service in the local church and singing of Danish hymns in
English translation. Following church, the family sits down for the
big Christmas dinner consisting of what in Denmark is also called
traditional Christmas fare: Roast pork, duck, goose, or turkey with
carameled potatoes, brown gravy, prunes, apples, sausage, and the
rest. In most cases, the evening concludes by joining hands to walk
around a Christmas tree decorated with Danish flais and braided
hearts while singing "Nu er det jul igen'' in Danish. Last, but not
least, follows the distribution of gifts, although some families move
this to December twenty-fifth.
In many Solvang homes, the Christmas lunch tradition survives
as well. The fare remains much the same as the so-called traditional
Christmas luncheon in Denmark of today. Herring, headcheese,
liver pate, and rullepelse are the basic ingredients in the Danish
Christmas lunch tradition in America. 9
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Danish Culinary Art
Overall, Danish Americans preserve Danish culinary art in their
homes and in restaurants found in both locations. "I suppose food is
one thing that will last longer than anything else," says Kimballton' s
first generation Danish American, Nadjescha Overgaard. Tourists
come in order to taste Danish food. At Solvang in particular, a Dane
marvels at the impressive offering of Danish open-faced sandwiches,
dishes like frikadeller with brown gravy and potatoes, and a
delicatessen that carries Danish specialties like Havarti cheese. 10
People like to talk about food, and most of the interviewees
readily shared pleasant memories. A majority said that they
regularly prepared Danish food, frikadeller in particular, though
some of the informants limited it to entertaining holiday guests in
authentic Danish style with the Christmas dishes mentioned earlier
or a nicely set table of open-faced sandwiches with beer and aquavit.

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Aebleskiver.jpg,17.04.2009

lEbleskiver are prepared in a special lEbleskive Pan

Pursuing Danish cu1S1ne in America inevitably creates
interesting new combinations. For example, cebleskiver have taken on
symbolic importance as something "genuinely Danish" and have
been so far removed from their original context as to give culture
shock to a Danish visitor. In Denmark, ;:ebleskiver (small, round
popover-like pancakes) with jam and sugar are served with
afternoon coffee or tea, or with mulled wine (glegg) during the
Christmas season. In Solvang or Elk Horn, however, ;:ebleskiver are
served with medisterpelse sausage and jam under the name of
"Danish Breakfast." Of course, the inspiration for this combination
has nothing to do with Denmark but stems from the typical
American breakfast of pancakes with sausage or ham.
The
ingredients of ;:ebleskiver and pancakes are related, and medisterpelse
is a typical Danish form of sausage, so it was natural to combine
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them into an Americanized "Danish" breakfast.11 Both towns fully
understand that this combination does not exist in Denmark, and
that it is certainly not called "dansk morgenmad" (Danish breakfast).
However, these "inaccurate" details are unimportant in comparison
to the joy of knowing that, after all, there is something in their
Danish traditions that can be preserved and adjusted to an American
life style.
Niels Kayser Nielsen, the Aarhus cultural historian and
anthropologist, sees Danish food as a sign of cultural identification
and cultural memory, asserting that when the Danish Americans eat
Danish food, they partake of their own life story and national past.
When they eat ethnic food, they celebrate their roots and for a brief
moment become a part of their own ancestral past as Danes.
Undoubtedly, Danish food survives because it tastes good, but also
because it allows Danish Americans to express the Danish portion of
their personal identity when they feel the need to do so. As is the
case with the language, food provides a shift of consciousness from
one identity to another. Niels Kayser Nielsen claims that eating not
only nurtures the body but also sustains the longing for a place to
call home. Lisa Steen Riggs put it this way in describing Tivoli Days,
a Danish festival in Elk Horn: "we get so many Danish emigrants to
come; you know, they just want a taste of home." 12
Eating Danish food, they literally taste their home country. I
discovered this one afternoon in Elk Horn, when I had an openfaced sandwich with curried herring, accompanied by an Aalborg
JubilcEumsnaps. 13 The taste was heavenly. Suddenly, Denmark was
very close.
The Coffee Table
The Danish coffee table, kaffebordet, is a unique element of
Danish culinary art that survived for generations among the
interviewees. In contrast to their understanding of Danish food and
Christmas traditions, none of the interviewees realized that they
were practicing a typical Danish custom, and none of them at any
time consciously related the coffee table to their Danish roots.
At first, I did not take notice of the coffee table either. This was
probably because the whole situation drew me so completely into
my own Danish coffee culture that I was blinded to the uniquely
Danish and quite un-American nature of the tradition. The coffee
table typically consists of serving coffee, apart from a meal, with
cake accompanied by tea breads, rolls, cookies, chocolates, and the
like. In Solvang and Elk Horn/Kimballton, it was often served on
Danish porcelain, such as a coffee set in the old Seagull (mdgestel) or
Blue Lace (musselmalede) pattern, which might be a family heirloom
from early immigrants.14 Clearly, when entertaining guests in their
homes, the coffee table is a way for Danish Americans to create
Danish hygge. At the same time, it is a way to show that they
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remember their heritage, Danish customs, and proper treatment of
visitors. I do not know whether I would have been received in the
same way if I had not come as a visiting researcher from Denmark
with all the attendant curiosity which that aroused, but it is my
distinct impression that setting a coffee table for guests, sometimes
only with a single cookie or two, is an integral part of how Danish
Americans entertain their guests.
Danish American preservation of Danish traditions stems from
the fact that they lack an extensive history and deep roots in
America. Therefore, they have a need to revive and maintain some
of the traditions of their ancestral homeland, which they all consider
as their heritage. Through traditions, they can maintain ties to their
cultural background and at the same time choose to include or reject
whatever suits their need to display their Danish identity.
The English historian, Erik Hobsbawm, has observed that
traditions can act as a foundation for interpreting individual
identity, and Danish traditions offer precisely this basis for Danish
Americans to interpret their own identity as Americans with roots in
another country. They use traditions to strengthen their affiliation
with Denmark and thus maintain a mental connection with their
background. In this way, they create a connection between an
American present and a Danish past, and this strengthens their sense
of having a home in the form of Denmark. The sociologist, Anthony
D. Smith, observes that traditions must evoke a response if they are
to survive as a part of a national culture. By this, he means that
traditions must link into a much longer past that members of a
cultural group regard as their heritage. That is the case for the
Danish traditions practiced in America, and that is why can survive.
A Global Perspective?
In summary, Danishness in Elk Hom/Kimballton and Solvang
becomes a way for the interviewees to achieve several goals:
• build and cultivate a personal (Danish) identity.
• shape, establish, and manage their roots.
• create a connection with their heritage and ancestral land.
• establish a sense of belonging in a globalized world.
• cultivate Denmark as home in their own minds.
Stories of Danishness and Danish Americans, as they appear in
my limited research, appear at first to point backward. They aim to
preserve traditions and images of a Danish landscape from a bygone
era. Yet, in some ways, these stories of Danishness may also point
forward. In the ever larger global challenges of today, Danish
Americans may have the found a key to administering some future,
multicultural identity, which in their case consists of seeing
themselves as Americans with ties to Europe, based on their
Danishness and Danish cultural background.
31

Through twenty-eight interviews, Danish Americans have
shown me that Danishness can become part of a constructed
identity. On a conscious level, it took the form of the various Danish
traits that individual Americans adopted in emphasizing their
Danish background and distancing themselves from Americans with
other ethnic backgrounds. Danishness, however, also emerged as
part of a constructed identity on the factual, external level in the
symbols used to create Danishness and in the maintenance of
traditions with roots reaching far back in time. In constructing their
identity, they select the best from two cultures, integrate these
elements into their everyday life and culture in America, and in this
way establish their missing roots and create a connection to their
family history.
The sociologist, Jean Baudrillard, described the United States as
a realized utopia that represents the myth of wandering, mobility,
and movement. Europe, on the other hand, represents rootedness
and history. Sociologist Mike Featherstone contrasts the movement
and mobility of global culture with the rootedness of local culture.
In this context, the United States becomes the symbol of the global
and Europe of the local. The question is whether Americans do not
also belong in some way or other to Europe.
Of the present American population, the majority are
descendants of Europeans. As far as Danish Americans go, the ones
I interviewed all seem to have a sense of home associated with
Denmark because it represents roots, ancestors, cultural heritage,
and family history.
From this perspective, Danish Americans are simultaneously
both global and local. They are global because, as Americans with
Danish roots, they have some practice at being multicultural. As
descendants of a wandering people, they have movement in their
blood and thus the freedom that enables them to live, physically as
well as mentally, in a global culture that constantly demands change,
mobility, and movement. At the same time, a Danish local identity
gives them rootedness. Their background and heritage gives them
ties to a specific place and links them to a history represented by
Denmark, and this establishes a sense of home in their minds.
Seen from this perspective, Danish Americans appear as a group
of people who are able to deal with a constantly growing global
challenge in the form of mobility, increasing multiculturalism, and
rootlessness, precisely because they are the descendants of
immigrants and therefore possess a wandering myth, movement,
and freedom as a part of their personal identity, but at the same time
always have a lasting home within them in the form of an affiliation
to Denmark.
Nobody expressed this better than Karen Korsgaard, a ninetyyear old, first generation Danish American from Kimballton:
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What's Danish? Danish is home, something that feels
good ... I could travel all over America, or settle here or there,
or all over the earth; Denmark would still be home. It feels
like that: this is home. When I come home, it's hard to say
goodbye.15
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1

In Danish, this paper is the product of a specialopgave for the degree of cand.
mag. i overbygningsfaget Kultur og Formidling.
2
"Det er jo scert, for Stars and Stripes er jo mit flag, men Dannebrog det er jo
hjerteflaget, det var jo hjemme, det var jo hvor familien er kommet fra,
hvor familien har boet." Chris Lund, interview in Danish, Solvang 1999.
3
Warren Jacobsen, interview in English, Elk Horn 1999.
4
The source of the image is
http:/ / images.google.com/ imgres?imgurl=http://www.danishwindmill.
com/ tourist_info / IMOOOO55.jpg&imgrefurl=http: / / www .danishwindmill
.com I tourist_info / windmill_information.asp&usg=_icFftoAhBzMknp V
QeGp89Tnvbps=&h=35O&w=279&sz=2O&hl=en&start=1O&um=l&tbnid=
lb9c4iIXQYSrzM:&tbnh=12O&tbnw=96&prev= / images%3Fq%3Delk%2Bh
orn%2Bwindmill%26hl%3Den%26client%3Dfirefoxa%26channel%3Ds%26rls%3Dorg.mozilla:enUS:official%26sa%3DN%26um%3Dl, accessed 17.04.2009
5
Lisa Steen Riggs, interview in English, Elk Horn 1999.
6
"Vi pr0ver pa at vedligeholde noget, de gamle traditioner, de gamle
bygninger, sadan noget, som vi havde engang, som maske giver dig en
folelse af at vcere en rolig, behagelig, hyggelig, alle de ord, som man maske
kan komme i tanker om, som passer ind i, hvad man gerne vil, og det er,
hvad man tcenker pa i gamle dage, hvor det var sadan stille og roligt."
Bent Pedersen, interview in Danish, Solvang 1999.
7
Virginia Nielsen, interview in English, Elk Horn 1999.
8
"Nu er det jul igen" (Christmas is here again) is a song in quick tempo often
accompanied by quicker walking to the point of jogging around the tree.
9
Rullepelse is a kind of sausage consisting of tightly rolled beef, pork, or
lamb flank, suet, seasoned with allspice, carnation, salt, potassium nitrate,
pepper, and a small amount of fresh parsley held together with string,
cured, boiled, and pressed into a rectangular shape. Thinly sliced, it finds
frequent use in open-faced sandwiches.
1
Frikadelle is a popular Danish rissole.
11
Medisterpelse is a sausage of lean pork forcemeat and is much larger than
the typical American pork link sausages served with breakfast.
12
Lise Steen Riggs, interviewed in English, Elk Horn 1999.
13
Highly popular Danish aquavit, Aalborg Jubil~umsnaps is available in
many North American liquor stores.
14
Musselmalet and mdgestel are two traditional Danish porcelain patterns.
The former is a pattern of the Royal Danish porcelain factory. It dates
from 1775. Beginning in 1895, Bing & Gr0ndahl manufactured the latter.
The large number of Danish porcelain coffee services in the collection of
the Danish Immigrant Museum also attests to the popularity of the
kaffebord tradition among Danish Americans.
15
Karen Korsgaard, interviewed in English, Kimballton 1999.
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